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God’s Face in the Enochic Tradition1
Andrei A. Orlov
Theology Department, Marquette University
Milwaukee, WI

Ex 33:18-23 depicts Moses who asks the Lord to show him His
glory. Instead the Lord agrees to proclaim his name before Moses,
telling him that it is impossible for a human being to see God’s face.
In recent scholarship this prominent motif of Moses’ story has
become a stumbling block for students of the Hebrew Bible. Currently
most biblical scholars agree upon apparent difficulties in the literarycritical analysis of this section of Exodus. M. Noth comments that "a
literary-critical analysis of Ex 33 is probably impossible."2 B. Childs
confirms that there are several fundamental exegetical problems with
Ex 33:18-23. "The most difficult one is to determine the role of this
passage in its larger context."3
The internal logic of the passage about the Divine face is also
problematic. The whole narrative about God’s Mynp in Ex 33 is quite
perplexing. Ex 33:11 informs a reader that God would speak to Moses
face to face (Mynp-l) Mynp) as a man speaks with his friend. A few
verses later, in 33:14-15, God promises Moses that His face will go
(wkly ynp) with him. In the context of these promises and early
testimonies about "ace-to-face" relationships, it comes as a surprise
that in 33:20 the Lord suddenly rejects Moses’ request to see His face
(ynp-t) t)rl lkwt )l).
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It is clear that the anthropomorphic tradition about the divine
face in Ex 33 has a fragmentary character.4 It may well contain
polemics between the anthropomorphic position of J source and the
Deuteronomic theology of the divine name: instead of seeing of God’s
face the Lord offers Moses to hear His name.5 M. Noth observes that
Ex 33 can be seen as "a conglomeration of secondary accretions."6
The apparent difficulties one encounters in clarifying the concept
of the divine face within the context of the known sources of the
Pentateuch call for an investigation of the broader biblical and
extrabiblical traditions where this motif could be possibly preserved in
its extended form. Implicitly linked to the "original" Exodus motif,
these later "interpretations" might provide some additional insights
which may help us better understand the fragmentary tradition
preserved in chapter 33. This article will focus on one of the possible
echoes of Ex 33—the theophanic tradition of the divine countenance
preserved in the corpus of the Enochic writings.

The Face of the Lord
The Slavonic Apocalypse of Enoch, a Jewish text, apparently written in
the first century CE,7 contains two striking theophanic descriptions
involving the motif of the divine face. The first one occurs in 2 Enoch
228 which portrays Enoch’s encounter with the Lord in the celestial
realm. Enoch recounts:
I saw the view of the face of the Lord, like iron made burning hot in a fire and
brought out, and it emits sparks and is incandescent. Thus even I saw the face
of the Lord. But the face of the Lord is not to be talked about, it is so very
marvelous and supremely awesome and supremely frightening. And who am I
to give an account of the incomprehensible being of the Lord, and of his face,
so extremely strange and indescribable? And how many are his commands,
and his multiple voice, and the Lord’s throne, supremely great and not made
by hands, and the choir stalls all around him, the cherubim and the seraphim
armies, and their never-silent singing. Who can give an account of his
beautiful appearance, never changing and indescribable, and his great glory?
And I fell down flat and did obeisance to the Lord (2 Enoch 22:1-4, the longer
recension).9

In chapter 39 Enoch reports this theophanic experience to his
sons during his short visit to the earth, adding some new details.
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Although both portrayals demonstrate a number of terminological
affinities, the second account explicitly connects the divine face with
the Lord's anthropomorphic "extent." The following account is drawn
from the shorter recension of 2 Enoch:
And now, my children it is not from my lips that I am reporting to you today,
but from the lips of the Lord who has sent me to you. As for you, you hear my
words, out of my lips, a human being created equal to yourselves; but I have
heard the words from the fiery lips of the Lord. For the lips of the Lord are a
furnace of fire, and his words are the fiery flames which come out. You, my
children, you see my face, a human being created just like yourselves; I am
one who has seen the face of the Lord,10 like iron made burning hot by a fire,
emitting sparks. For you gaze into my eyes, a human being created just like
yourselves; but I have gazed into the eyes of the Lord, like the rays of the
shining sun11 and terrifying the eyes of a human being. You, my children, you
see my right hand beckoning you, a human being created identical to
yourselves; but I have seen the right hand of the Lord, beckoning me, who fills
heaven. You see the extent of my body, the same as your own; but I have
seen the extent of the Lord,12 without measure and without analogy, who has
no end... To stand before the King, who will be able to endure the infinite
terror or of the great burning (2 Enoch 39:3-8).13

In both theophanic descriptions the notion of the Lord's "face"
plays a crucial role. It is not a coincidence that in both of them the
"face" is associated with light and fire. In biblical theophanies smoke
and fire often serve as a divine envelope that protects mortals from
the sight of the divine form. Radiant luminosity emitted by the Deity
fulfills the same function, signaling the danger of the direct vision of
the divine form. Luminosity also represents the screen which protects
the Deity from the necessity of revealing its true form. Scholars note
that in some theophanic traditions God’s form remains hidden behind
His light.14 The hidden dwbk is revealed through this light, which serves
as the luminous screen, "the face" of this anthropomorphic extent. 2
Enoch’s theophanies which use the metaphors of light and fire may
well be connected with such traditions where the divine "extent" is
hidden behind the incandescent "face," which covers and protects the
sovereignty of the Lord.
In 2 Enoch 39:3-6 the "face" is closely associated with the
divine "extent" and seems to be understood not simply as a part of the
Lord’s body (His face) but as a radiant façade of His anthropomorphic
"form."15 This identification between the Lord’s face and the Lord’s

Paradise Now: Essays on Early Jewish and Christian Mysticism, (2006): pg. 179-193. Publisher Link. This article is © Brill
and permission has been granted for this version to appear in e-Publications@Marquette. Brill does not grant permission
for this article to be further copied/distributed or hosted elsewhere without the express permission from Brill.

3

NOT THE PUBLISHED VERSION; this is the author’s final, peer-reviewed manuscript. The published version may be
accessed by following the link in the citation at the bottom of the page.

"form" is reinforced by an additional parallel pair in which Ehoch's face
is identified with Enoch’s "form":
You, my children, you see my face, a human being created just like
yourselves; but I am one who has seen the face of the Lord, like iron made
burning hot by a fire, emitting sparks... And you see the form of my body, the
same as your own: but I have seen the form (extent) of the Lord, without
measure and without analogy, who has no end (2 Enoch 39:3-6).

The association between the divine face and divine form in 2 Enoch
39:3-6 alludes to the biblical tradition from Ex 33:18-23 where the
divine panim is mentioned in connection with his glorious divine form God’s Kavod:16
Then Moses said, "Now show me your glory (Kdbk)." And the Lord said, "I will
cause all my goodness to pass in front of you, and I will proclaim my name,
the Lord, in your presence... but," he said, "you cannot see my face (ynp), for
no one may see me and live."

It is clear that in the biblical passage the impossibility of seeing
the Lord's face is understood not simply as the impossibility of seeing
the particular part of the Lord but rather as the impossibility of seeing
the complete range of His glorious "body." The logic of the whole
passage, which employs such terms as God’s "face" and God’s "back,"
suggests that the term panim refers to the "forefront" of the divine
extent. The imagery of the divine face found in Psalms17 also favors
this motif of the identity between the Lord’s face and His
anthropomorphic "form." For example, in Ps 17:15 the Lord's face is
closely associated with His form or likeness (hnwmt):
As for me, I shall behold your face (Kwnp)18 in righteousness; when I awake, I
shall be satisfied with beholding your form (Ktnwmt).19

It is evident that all three accounts, Ex 33:18-23, Ps 17:15 and
2 Enoch 39:3-6, represent a single tradition in which the divine face
serves as the terminus technicus for the designation of the Lord’s
anthropomorphic extent.
Apparently, all these accounts deal with the specific
anthropomorphic manifestation known as God’s Kavod.20 The
possibility of such identification is already hinted in Ex 33 where Moses
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who asks the Lord to show him His Kavod receives the answer that it is
impossible for him to see the Lord’s "face." The correlation of the
divine face with "likeness"( )הנומתin Ps 17:15 can be also an allusion to
Kavod, which in Ez 1:28 is described as "the likeness of the glory of
the Lord (hwhy –dwbk twmd)."
There is another early Mosaic account which correlates the Sinai
encounter with Kavod. This important tradition, found in the fragments
of the drama "Exodus" written by Ezekiel the Dramatist, depicts Moses’
experience at Sinai as the vision of God’s anthropomorphic Kavod:21
I dreamt there was on the summit of mount Sinai
A certain great throne (θρόνον μέγαν) extending up to heaven's cleft,
On which there sat a certain noble man
Wearing a crown and holding a great scepter in his left hand.22

W. Meeks observes that this passage may be safely taken as a witness
to traditions of the second century BCE, since it was quoted by
Alexander Polyhistor who lived around 80-40 BCE.23 It means that by
the second century BCE Moses’ association with Kavod, hinted in Ex
33, was already surrounded by an elaborate imagery, in which the
Throne of Glory played a crucial role.
2 Enoch 22 further strengthens this theophanic pattern in which
the encounter with the Divine Face is understood as the vision of God’s
throne. The text gives a number of evidence which prove that the
anthropomorphic "extent," identified with the divine face, indeed
represents His Kavod. The theophany of the divine countenance in the
Slavonic apocalypse is surrounded by a peculiar Kavod imagery, which
plays a prominent role in the Ezekelian account. The following parallels
are noteworthy:
1. The theophany of the divine face took place in the highest of the
heaven.24 The highest of the heaven is a traditional place of
God’s Throne, the abode of His Glory. A later account found in 3
Enoch tells that "In cArabot there are 660 thousands of myriads
of glorious angels, hewn out of flaming fire, standing opposite
the throne of glory. The glorious King covers his face, otherwise
the heaven of cArabot would burst open in the middle, because
of the glorious brilliance..."25
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2. The theophanic description in 2 Enoch 22 refers to "His manyeyed ones,"26 alluding to Mynpw)h, the Wheels, the special class
of the Angels of the Throne who in Ezekiel 1:18 are described as
the angelic beings "full of eyes (Myny( t)lm)."
3. A reference to the "many-voiced ones" probably alludes to
choirs of angelic hosts surrounding the Throne.
4. Finally, in 2 Enoch 22 there is a direct reference to the throne of
the Lord, which occupies a central place in the theophanic
description, and is pictured as "supremely great and not made
by hands."27 The Throne of Glory is surrounded by the armies of
the angelic hosts, cherubim and the seraphim, with "their neversilent singing."28

Moses’ Face
Previous research shows that the correlation between God’s face and
his luminous form (his glorious Kavod) was already implicitly
articulated in Ex 33. The Enochic theophany found in 2 Enoch further
strengthens this connection, giving a theophanic description of the
Lord’s face as his terrifying "extent" which emits light and fire.
The important detail of these two accounts is the "danger
motif"—the warnings about the peril of seeing the Deity. Both of them
contain specific references to the harmful effect this theophanic
experience has on the mortals who dare to behold the Divine face. In
Ex 33:20 the Lord warns Moses about the danger of seeing His face:
"You cannot see my face, for no one may see me and live." The motif
of peril is further reinforced by the Lord’s instructions in 33:22 where
he commands Moses to hide himself into a cleft in the rock and
promises to protect the prophet with His hands.
The "danger motif" also looms large in 2 Enoch. In 2 Enoch 39,
immediately after his description of the theophany of the face, Enoch
gives warning to his children about the danger of this theophanic
experience:
Frightening and dangerous it is to stand before the face of an earthly king,
terrifying and very dangerous it is, because the will of the king is death and
the will of the king is life. How much more terrifying [and dangerous] it is to
stand before the face of the King of earthly kings and of the heavenly armies,
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[the regulator of the living and of the dead]. Who can endure that endless
misery? (2 Enoch 39:8).29

The "danger motif" in Ex 33 and in 2 Enoch implicitly suggests
that both of these accounts support the idea that the human being
actually can see the face of God. M. Weinfeld argues that the warning
about the danger of seeing the Deity usually affirms the possibility of
such an experience. In his observations about antianthropomorphic
tendencies of Deuteronomy, Deutero-Isaiah and Jeremiah, he points to
the fact that these texts demonstrate a lack of usual warnings about
the danger of seeing the Deity found in pre-Deuteronomic books. He
concludes that it happened because the Deuteronomic school cannot
conceive of the possibility of seeing the Deity.30
The possibility of theophany hinted in 2 Enoch and Ex 33 might
suggest that Exodus’ account implicitly asserts that Moses could see
the divine form.31 The distinctive details in the depiction of Moses’ face
in Ex 34 may further support this conclusion. But before we explore
this motif, let us again return to the narrative of 2 Enoch.

From this Enochic account we learn that the vision of the Divine
face had dramatic consequences for Enoch’s appearance. His body
endures radical changes as it becomes covered with the divine light.
The important detail here is that the luminous transformation of Enoch
takes place in front of radiant "face" of the Lord. In 22:6 Enoch reports
that he was lifted up and brought before the Lord’s face by archangel
Michael. The Lord decides to appoint Enoch as Mynph r#, the Prince of
the Divine Presence: "Let Enoch come up and stand in front of my face
forever."32 Further, the Lord commanded the archangel Michael to
remove Enoch from earthly clothing, anoint him with the delightful oil,
and put him into the clothes of the Lord's glory (22:8-9).33 The text
describes the actions of Michael, who anoints Enoch with the delightful
oil and clothes him. The symbolism of light permeates the whole
scene; the oil emanates the rays of the glittering sun "greater than the
greatest light."34 At the end of this procedure, Enoch "had become like
one of the glorious ones,35 and there was no observable difference."36
In Enoch’s radiant metamorphosis before the Divine face an
important detail can be found which links Enoch’s transformation with
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Moses’ account in Exodus. In 2 Enoch 37 we learn about the unusual
procedure performed on Enoch’s face on the final stage of his
encounter with the Lord. The text informs that the Lord called one of
his senior angels to chill the face of Enoch. The text says that the
angel appeared frigid; he was as white as snow, and his hands were as
cold as ice. The text further depicts the angel chilling Enoch’s face,
who could not endure the terror of the Lord, "just as it is not possible
to endure the fire of a stove and the heat of the sun..."37 Right after
this "chilling procedure," the Lord informs Enoch that if his face had
not been chilled here, no human being would be able to look at his
face.38 This reference to the radiance of Enoch’s face after his
encounter with the Lord is an apparent parallel to the incandescent
face of Moses39 after the Sinai experience in Ex 34.
References to the shining countenance of a visionary found in 2
Enoch return us again to the Exodus story. Ex 34:29-35 portrays
Moses40 after his encounter with the Lord. The passage tells that
"when Moses came down from Mount Sinai ... he was not aware that
his face was radiant, because he had spoken with the Lord." The
strange logic of the last sentence, which points to ambiguous
connection between the speech of the Lord as a cause of Moses’
glowing face can be explained by the Enochic theophanic account
where "the lips of the Lord are a furnace of fire, and his words are the
fiery flames which come out."41
These parallels between the later Enochic text and the biblical
Mosaic account are not inappropriate. As will be demonstrated later,
the connection between the Enochic and Mosaic accounts has quite
ancient roots. Evidences of the early link between Enoch and Moses
includes the already mentioned drama of Ezekiel the Dramatist, which
was apparently written during the second century BCE.42
W. Meeks43 and P. W. van der Horst44 observe that the depiction
of Moses in the drama of Ezekiel the Dramatist bears some similarities
to Enoch’s figure in the Enochic traditions. They note a number of
remarkable allusions in the drama to the Enochic motifs and themes.
These allusions include the following points:
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1. Moses’s account is depicted as his dream vision in a fashion
similar to Enoch’s dreams in 1 Enoch and 2 Enoch.
2. In the text Moses is "elevated" by God, who gives him the
throne, the royal diadem,45 and the scepter.
3. God appointed Moses as an eschatological judge of humankind
able to see "things present, past and future"46- the traditional
role of Enoch found already in early Enochic booklets.
4. Moses is an "expert" in "a variety of things," including
cosmological and astronomical information:
I beheld the entire circled earth
Both beneath the earth and above the heaven,
And a host of stars fell on its knees before me;
I numbered them all,
They passed before me like a squadron of soldiers.47

This preoccupation with various meteorological, astronomical
and eschatological "secrets" are typical duties of the elevated
Enoch which are here transferred to Moses apparently for the
first time.48
5. Finally, the motif of assigning the seat/throne is a peculiar
feature of Enochic literature where Enoch/Metatron is depicted
as a scribe49 who has a seat (later a throne) in the heavenly
realm.50 2 Enoch 23:4 pictures the angel Vereveil who
commands Enoch to sit down.51 "You sit down; write
everything...." And Enoch said, "And I sat down for a second
period of 30 days and 30 nights, and I wrote accurately"
(23:6).52 The theme of Enoch/Metatron’s seat became a
prominent motif in Rabbinic tradition, where according to b.
Hag. 15a, the privilege of "sitting" beside God was accorded
solely to Metatron by virtue of his character as a "scribe": for he
was granted permission as a scribe to sit and write down the
merits of Israel.
The tacit links between Enoch and Moses found in the early
Enochic theophanic tradition later become openly articulated in
Rabbinic literature. In this later enunciation, as in the initial
encounters, the familiar theophanic motif from the Exodus story again
plays a crucial role. From 3 Enoch we learn that it is Enoch-Metatron,
whose face once was transformed into fire,53 who is now the one54 who
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tells Moses about his shining visage: "At once Metatron, Prince of the
Divine Presence, said to Moses, Son of Amram, fear not! for already
God favors you. Ask what you will with confidence and boldness, for
light shines from the skin of your face from one end of the world to the
other."55

Conclusion
The foregoing research has examined some extrabiblical
materials related to the motif of the divine face found in Ex 33. The
investigation has shown that the evolution of this motif in later
traditions is dependent on Enoch-Moses gestalt, which plays a
prominent role in Enochic theophanies of the divine face. This
research, however, would not be complete without mentioning another
important source which is also related to the traditions about the
patriarch Enoch and the prophet Moses. This source is the priestly
editor of the Pentateuch.
Much attention has been devoted to the peculiar interest of the
priestly editor in anthropomorphic descriptions of the Deity.56 M.
Weinfeld and T. Mettinger show that the Priestly source played a
crucial role in promoting biblical theophanic traditions. In these
traditions Moses’ figure has occupied an important place.57
The Priestly source also was the locus where the enigmatic figure of
Enoch for the first time appeared in its esoteric complexity,58 indicating
that the priestly author was cognizant of the broader Enochic
developments. Some scholars believe that perhaps it is "to some such
developed Enoch tradition the author of Genesis is making reference
when he emits his cryptic statements about Enoch in Genesis 5:2224."59
Students of the Enochic tradition are now aware that the priestly
editor was familiar with the peculiar Mesopotamian traditions60 which
constituted a conceptual framework for Enoch’s figure.61
In these Mesopotamian traditions a prototype of Enoch,
Enmeduranki, is portrayed as a "translated" figure, the one "who sat in
the presence (μαη∼αρ)62 of Shamash and Adad, the divine
adjudicators."63 This reference to Enmeduranki’s access to the glorious
presence/face of the solar deity64 indicates that the later role of Enoch
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as Sar ha-Panim, the Prince of the Divine Presence or the Prince of the
Face,65 was already present in its rudimentary form in the
Mesopotamian traditions known to the priestly editor.
In the light of these observations the idea that Ex 33 could
actually contain the original Enochic motif is not inappropriate. The
implicit link between the Enochic account of the divine Presence and
the Mosaic account of the divine panim may well reflect the conceptual
world of the priestly editor, who often "has expressed his acquaintance
with a fairly broad range of Mesopotamian traditions in remarkably few
words.66
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